Vanishing Culture: Preserving African Folktales 


by Caralee Adams 


Crafting and sharing folktales by word or performance is a long-standing tradition on the African 
continent. No one owned the stories. They were community treasures passed down through the 
generations. 


Over time, many disappeared. The few stories that were written down enjoyed a broader 
audience once published. As those books were harder to find or out of print, digitized versions 
kept some folktales alive. 


Laura Gibbs and Helen Nde are among researchers of African folktales who rely on digital 
collections to do their work. They maintain that digital preservation is essential for these rare 
cultural artifacts to remain accessible to the public. 


Much of the transmission of African stories through performance has been lost. “That’s a culture 
that has either completely vanished or is vanishing,” said Nde, who immigrated from Cameroon 
to the United States. 


In her forthcoming book on African folklore by Watkins Publishing (March 2025), Nde said 70% 
of her references were from sources she found through the Internet Archive. The Atlanta-based 
folklorist uses material either in the public domain or available through controlled digital lending 
(CDL) for her research. She also turns to the online collection to inform writing for her 
educational platform, Mythological Africans. 


Many books produced on the African continent by smaller publishing houses are now out of 
print or very expensive. Nde said without access to a library that carries these folktales, they can 
be forgotten. 


“What's tragic is that quite often those books that are so hard to get are the books that are 
written by people from within the culture, or African scholars,” Nde said. “They speak the 
languages and in some cases, remember the traditional ways the stories are told. They 
understand the stories in ways that people from outside the cultures cannot.” 


These authors can fill in gaps from researchers with a different perspective than those who 
documented the stories from outside, she said, adding that’s why digital preservation is so 
important. While many African folklore texts are in the public domain in the United States, much 
of the anthropological and historical texts with commentary from both African and non-African 
scholars that provide the necessary context for these folktales are not, Nde said. “In many 
instances, these important auxiliary texts are out of print, which means access via the Internet 
Archive is the best way scholars not located in the West might ever be able to access them,” 
Nde said. “I cannot emphasize enough how important it is that these texts be not only 


preserved, but made accessible. With the recent ruling in the publishers’ lawsuit, | fear 
researchers, journalists, writers and other people on or from the African continent who 
investigate and curate knowledge for the public have lost a valuable tool for countering false 
narratives.” 


For Gibbs, online access to digitized books is critical to the volunteer work she does since 
retiring from teaching mythology and folklore at the University of Oklahoma. She compiled A 
Reader’s Guide to African Folktales at the Internet Archive, a curated bibliography of hundreds 
of folktale books that she has shared with the public through the Internet Archive. 


“For me doing my work, the Internet Archive is my library,” said Gibbs, who lives in Austin, 
Texas. “There are books at the Internet Archive that | can't get at my local library or even in my 
local university library. Some of these books are really obscure. There just physically aren't that 
many copies out there.” 


Being able to check out one digital title at a time through controlled digital lending opened up 
new possibilities. In her research, she can use the search function with the title of a book, name 
of an illustrator or some other kind of detail. Now in her digital research, she can use the search 
function to perform work that she couldn't do with physical books, such as keyword searches, 
with speed and precision. The collection also has been helpful in her recent project at Wikipedia 
to fill in information on African oral literature, such as proverbs and folktales. 


“Digital preservation is not only preservation, it's also transformation. Because when things have 
been digitized, you can share them in different ways, explore them in different ways, connect 
them in different ways,” Gibbs said. “So, | connect different versions of the stories to one 
another, and then | can help readers connect to all those different versions of the stories. But 
now, because of the publishers’ lawsuit, many important African folktale collections and 
reference works are no longer available for borrowing at the Archive.” 


What would it mean to lose digital access to these folktales? “It would be the end of my work,” 
said Gibbs. “My whole goal is to make the African folktales at the Archive more accessible to 
readers around the world by providing bibliographies, indexes, and summaries of the stories. 
But now the publishers are shutting down that public access.” 


“The stories were embodied in the traditional storytellers and in their communities, and the 
continuity of that tradition over time has been so disrupted,” Gibbs said. “The loss is just 
staggering. The stories that were recorded are just a tiny fraction of the thousands of stories in 
the hundreds of different African languages...We can't afford to let this kind of loss happen 
again in the digital world.” 


Gibbs adds that just as museums are repatriating artifacts from colonized countries, the original 
stories of African countries need to be made available to their communities. “Digital libraries like 
the Internet Archive are a crucial way to make these stories available to African readers.” 


Preservation of African folklore is not just important for research purposes, but also for 
self-exploration and reflection. When examining African folklore, Nde often asks: “What can 


these stories tell me about myself?” she said. “Speaking from my own experience, African 
folktales are an underexplored resource for understanding the cultural history of African 
peoples,” Nde said. “Mythology and folklore are how people make sense of themselves as 
people on this planet.” 


This essay is part of the Internet Archive’s Vanishing Culture series, highlighting the power and 
importance of preservation in our digital age. 


